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In May, Venezuelan President Rafael Caldera quietly authorized diamond and gold mining
in the Imataca Forest Reserve, a protected area the size of El Salvador near the Guayanese
border. The decision brought a huge outcry from an unusual alliance of opposition politicians,
environmentalists, and indigenous groups who joined forces in a large demonstration on July 3
to protest the decision. The protestors, who rallied in front of the Ministry of the Environment,
included many Pemon Indians, 10,000 of whom currently live in the reserve. "Mining in Imataca
means our death, that's why we're against it," said Alexis Romero, a Pemon leader from the Gran
Sabana municipality of Bolivar state. "We're fighting miners for access to clean water and fishing
sites."
One of the major complaints by opponents is that, on May 7, the government presented a rough
draft of the Management Plan for the rain forest and set a period until May 30 for public debate.
However, the Cabinet ignored the deadline and approved the plan on May 14. "The executive didn't
even consult Congress or its Environmental Commission," said Cesar Perez Vivas of the opposition
party COPEI. "We're going to ask Congress to revoke the decree."
Opponents argue that the decree ignores the rights of indigenous people living in the reserve,
threatens the biodiversity of the region, and abolishes areas previously protected from logging and
mining activities. It represents, they say, a step backward in achieving a development model that is
truly sustainable. "Imataca is our home," said Jose Luis Gonzalez, president of the Indian Federation
for Bolivar state in southeastern Venezuela. "The mining plan ignores our rights as human beings.
We want legal recognition of our land rights."

Decision means return to large-scale mining
The Management Plan hands over 40% of the reserve's land for mining and logging concessions
to national and foreign companies. The government action, which includes a joint venture with
Canadian-owned Placer Dome to exploit the Las Cristinas mine on the edge of the reserve, opens
Imataca to large-scale mining for the first time since it was declared a national reserve in 1961. The
mine's estimated 280 tons of gold would make it Latin America's richest lode. The world's top gold
producer a century ago, Venezuela currently produces 20 tons a year. It's goal to increase that to 50
tons a year by 2000 would put it back among the world's top 10.
As opposition to the Management Plan for the reserve mushroomed, Deputy Perez Vivas, president
of the congressional Environmental Commission, said they will take the case to the Supreme Court
if the government refuses to reverse its decision. More than two dozen environmental groups are
joining the call for a Supreme Court hearing. Venezuela's Planning Minister Teodoro Petkoff,
Minister of the Environment and Renewable Natural Resources Rafael Martinez Monro, and
Minister of Mines and Energy Erwin Arrieta all insist the outcry over Imataca will blow over. The
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decree "will preserve and could even improve nature," said Arrieta. "There should be more laws
like this."

Administration defends controlled mining
Administration officials argue that the reserve's delicate ecosystem was already being destroyed by
about 20,000 illegal gold miners working deposits valued at US$150 billion. Instead, the government
wants to open part of the reserve to controlled development by foreign companies. According to the
government, the illegal prospectors knock down trees with high-pressure hoses, pollute rivers with
mercury and cyanide, and create lawless boomtowns rife with drugs, prostitution, and violence. The
Army also says that currently it cannot guarantee the defense of the country's sovereignty or the
environment in the remote region. "Imataca has been abandoned for years and has been the subject
of every type of degradation," said Information Minister Fernando Egana. "Essentially, ecocide was
happening, and because of that, the government decided to pass the mining decree."
The administration contends that the authorized mining will provide needed jobs and tax revenue
for this country of 22 million. Although Venezuela has abundant natural resources, including the
greatest proven oil reserves in the hemisphere, eight out of 10 Venezuelans live in poverty. But
opponents say the decree turning over the mining to foreign multinationals will leave the forest
ruined. "If they can't control what's being mined now, how will they be able to control it when
there's even more?" asked Jose Urbinas, adviser to the Environmental Commission.
On July 1, the Venezuelan nongovernmental environmental organization Fudena added its weight
to the opposition to the government decree, saying that only Congress can alter the status of
protected areas such as the Imataca Reserve. "The most worrying aspect of the Imataca decree is
that it provides another example of how this government seeks short-term means to rescue the
country from its present economic crisis with no thought for the future," said the Fudena statement.
"You have to ask, what will be left of Venezuela to guarantee its existence tomorrow?" [Sources:
Associated Press, 06/26/97, 06/28/97; Reuter, 06/25/97, 07/03/97; VENews (Venezuela), 06/20/97,
07/08/97]
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